230	LIFE OF LOKD OXFORD AND ASQUITH
i08         the unbroken continuance of loyal, steadfast, and zealous support in the
56 55-56 many stout battles for the common good that now, as always, confront the
Liberal army and its leaders."
Asquitli was soon launched on the " deep and turbulent stream "
which he had seen in front of him when he spoke at the Reform dub.
When he became Prime Minister he was preparing his Budget, and
had introduced and obtained a first reading for the Licensing Bill
which was to be one of the capital measures of the coming session.
This Bill proposed a reduction of licences by about one-third of the
total number over a period of fourteen years, during which com-
pensation provided by a levy on the trade was to be paid for the
licences extinguished. At the end of fourteen years compensation
was to cease, and local option was to come into play either for pro-
hibition or for the limitation of numbers. In the meantime the
granting of new licences, which in no case were to bring the numbers
beyond the scheduled scale for each parish or area, might be pro-
hibited by local option. Drastic reduction of public-houses, re-
establishment of the theory that the licence was an annual permit
to sell drink which could be revoked without compensation by the
authority which gave it, and on this basis the establishment of local
option after a period of delay were, in brief, the objects of this
measure.
Though the objects were simple enough, the details were volumin-
ous and intricate. Asquith had devoted a great deal of labour to
them in 1907 and the early weeks of 1908, and his speech in intro-
ducing the Bill (28th April) was a fine example of lucid and orderly
exposition. As one of his hearers said, he had the air of a man
making a plain statement of simple, obvious, and universally agreed
propositions, and proposing a remedy for admitted evils which
ought to have astonished by its moderation. He was of course
under no illusion as to its reception by the other side, but the out-
burst of wrath in the Conservative Party astonished both the public
and the Government. The Bill was described as " brigandage/'
" spoliation," " blackmail," " hypocrisy " ; and the prospect of the
facilities for drinking being curtailed kindled heat and wrath and
moral indignation to a higher intensity than any proposal yet made
by the Government. It was said that all property was endangered
if the publican's expectation that his licence would be renewed was
liot treated as sacrosanct and indestructible. A Bishop declared
thatc* the licensing system rested on something which should be far
better than any freehold—that is the goodwill of the State/'1
* The Bishop of Manchester in a letter to The Times, 21st March, 1908.

